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-rebech2@uw.edu F ew people recognize the name Mabel Shaw (1888 Shaw ( -1973 today, but in her time she was the most renowned female missionary in Africa. Shaw founded the London Missionary Society's Girls' Boarding School in Mbereshi, Northern Rhodesia, heading it from 1915 to 1940. This school not only educated numerous girls between these years but also served as a model for other mission schools. In addition to her work in Africa, Shaw deserves credit for her promotional work in Britain as an author who loved Africa and Africans. During an era when most African women either were obscure to the British public or were considered to be conservators of the primitive, Shaw instead presented them as concerned and active members of a changing society. Finally, Shaw should be remembered as an authority billed as "an interpreter of Africa."
1 Her communication skills and her insights into missions work earned her recognition as an expert in a male-dominated field. Throughout her years with the London Missionary Society (LMS), Shaw was a featured speaker at mission events; and even after she transferred to the Church Missionary Society (CMS) in 1942, she wielded a degree of authority that few women in the Anglican community were able to attain. The role of "expert" enabled her to broadcast her vision for missionaries to respond to an urbanizing Africa and to emphasize friendships over institution-building. Still, despite her sensitivity and like other evangelicals of her day, Shaw did not question the inherent paternalism of British civilizing missions.
Mabel Shaw, the eldest of five, was born in Wolverhampton to a lower-middle-class, non-Christian family. When Mabel was five years old, she was sent to live with her grandmother in Berkshire, where she stayed until her grandmother's death five years later. She credited her Baptist "Granny" with teaching her "how near God was in everyday things in this World," and this theology underlay Shaw's work in Africa and colored all her writings.
2 She next moved to a boarding school on the Isle of Wight, where her Christian education continued. When home during holidays in Wolverhampton, she worshiped at Queen Street Congregational Church and actively supported the LMS, joining the Band of Hope and leading a study circle group. 3 Shaw further pursued her interest in missions by studying at St. Colm's College, Edinburgh, from 1912 until 1915. Although the missionary school was affiliated with the Church of Scotland, it attracted a wide range of evangelicals. Shaw thus embarked for Africa having imbibed a garden variety of evangelicalism.
Surprising in retrospect, Africa was not Shaw's first choice. She initially had set her heart on India, but when the LMS asked her to go as the first single woman to Central Africa, she ascertained that "this must be God's will for her." 4 Praying that she would "follow worthily" in the steps of David Livingstone, Shaw spent her first year in Northern Rhodesia learning the Chibemba language and traditional concepts of education for
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Rebecca C. Hughes girls. 5 Twelve years after opening the Girls' Boarding School (GBS), Shaw launched the House of Life, a maternity and child welfare center that accorded with colonial maternalist endeavors. Shaw supplemented the funding for her work through the sales of her four books, with the proceeds from the second specifically designated for the House of Life. Her gift for writing and promotion empowered her to muster support beyond LMS circles to the point that the GBS received more funding than any other mission in Northern Rhodesia. Such promotional talents ensured her relative independence from male oversight. 6 Her position was further enhanced when she was awarded the Order of the British Empire (OBE) in 1932 in recognition of her educational work.
Despite her reputation, Shaw's last few years at Mbereshi were challenging. One colleague left the school after disagreeing with Shaw's emphasis on pageantry, and other missionaries complained about her domineering manner. 7 As the economic depression of the 1930s deepened, Shaw was forced to defend the design of the school as a girls' boarding school. Proponents of mass coeducation were gaining the day, and Shaw found herself in the minority against this method. She was particularly indisposed toward it since it augured male supervision over her school (which came about in 1946). Consequently, she retired from the school in 1940.
Shaw soon returned to Africa, however, this time with the CMS in 1942. In an interview after her second retirement in 1952, she claimed that she had long held the more sacramental theology of the Anglican Church but that she had opted to work for the LMS because she was allowed more autonomy within an organization that afforded single women more independence. 8 The CMS hired Shaw as an educational consultant in Uganda, but she became ill and was hospitalized for several months. After regaining her health, she spent four years in Uganda. In 1947 she returned to England as a traveling secretary, building support for missions among women. She also maintained close connections with Africa and conducted official tours for the CMS into the 1950s. Throughout retirement, Shaw offered herself as a speaker and retreat leader until she could no longer coax her body, "Brother Ass," out of bed due to painful arthritis. She lived the last years of her life at a home for the aged in Surrey. Upon her death in 1973, her ashes were buried on the grounds of the chapel at Mbereshi, where the United Church of Zambia held a memorial service for her.
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The Girls' Boarding School Shaw founded the GBS around the concept of Chief Jesus, her notion of African Christianity. She arrived at her idea from her training at St. Colm's, where Annie Hunter Small, a former missionary in India, served as the first principal. Small incorporated psychology and current educational methods in the curriculum, expecting these tools to prepare her students to make Christianity relevant in any culture. Her successor, Florence Mackenzie, continued in the same vein and urged students to wrestle with the heart of the Christian message in fresh ways so that it could be expressed through local initiative and not as a Western religion. 10 Shaw implemented the philosophy of St. Colm's with her experimental school designed to simulate an African village under the authority of "Chief Jesus." Although the school featured African architecture with an nsaka-a covered, round meeting place in the central area-the girls slept in oblong dorms. Everyone participated in necessary chores, with the goal of living as ordinary families in a village under "tribal discipline."
11 Despite an inauspicious opening with only four students, by the 1930s enrollment had increased to over 160. 12 Most of the girls came from Christian families, and they typically lived at the school from about age nine until marriage at age fifteen. Shaw, however, prided herself on influencing girls to marry later, and many did not leave the school until they were at least eighteen. 13 Instruction focused on the three Rs (reading, writing, and 'rithmatic), geography, history in the form of stories, some English (Chibemba was the main language of instruction), hygiene, and mothercraft. 14 Shaw also offered a Christianized version of initiation rites for girls. She appreciated the teaching of "obedience, hard work and endurance," but as the rites included "much that was repulsive" to her, she aimed to Christianize them. To accommodate the culture, Shaw longed for a theology textbook written by a "man who knows Bantu life and thought intimately and written for the people upon the foundations already there." 15 Perhaps the most powerful expression of Africanized Christianity at the school was the music that student Betty Chungu composed. Unlike Shaw's peers, including Annie Small, who excluded African compositions from her compilation of non-Western songs, Shaw appreciated African hymns. 16 Her admiration for traditional African life only increased as she feared that urbanization in the Copper Belt was undermining traditional values. Before 1932 Shaw frequently stated that conversion to Christianity stimulated remarkable changes in the girls. For example, in her first book, Children of the Chief (1921), she emphasized that before the girls became Christians, they were prone to fighting and lying, but upon conversion they were transformed into sweet, honest Christians. 17 Yet with towns swelling in the Copper Belt, Shaw was troubled that town life eroded traditional mores and promoted immorality. She defended African customs, clinging to the theology that Jesus came not to destroy, but to fulfill, claiming that his commandments "rarely conflict with the old tribal laws of the people." While Shaw was not a cultural relativist, she was alarmed that Western materialism would destroy "much that is gracious and of value in Bantu life." 18 
Shaw's Writing and Theology
Shaw publicized her mission work through nonfictional accounts of her life and the lives of several young women from the school. Her four books reached considerable audiences, with her third book, God's Candlelights (1932) , selling over 40,000 copies in fourteen printings. 19 Shaw also penned numerous leading articles for LMS serial publications, and she contributed to the ecumenical and academic International Review of Missions.
What made her work stand out was her deep love for Africa and Africans. Africa was a land with "waters of healing for the peoples, . . . where all lost things [were] found," and where "God's awful majesty" abounded. 20 Shaw's views broke from Victorian tropes of Africa as the "Dark Continent" brimming with disease and primitive people. Her depictions, too, diverged from early twentieth-century discourses on Africa as a fantasyland-cum-nightmare. 21 More noteworthy, Shaw's work deviated from imperial literature written by "progressive imperialists" such as Margery Perham, who constructed the "native" within a masculine colonial discourse and viewed African women "as silent icons of the primitive." 22 Despite some sentimentality, Shaw presented a picture of Africa and Africans that was grounded in lived experience and filled with ordinary women who aimed to lead fulfilling Christian lives.
One such young woman was Mary Livingstone, the subject of Shaw's fourth and final book on Africa, A Treasure of Darkness: An Idyll of African Child Life (1936) . 23 Mary's story was a testament to the GBS. When her mother died in childbirth, Mary faced customary death. Her father, however, rescued her, carrying her miles to Mbereshi, the only place where the half-dead baby could be revived. The girls at the school named the infant Mary, for the mother of "Chief Jesus," and gave her the surname Livingstone after the famed missionary. With her lively disposition, Mary soon became a favorite.
Shaw's biography of Mary may also have served as her rejoinder to George Bernard Shaw's The Adventures of the Black Girl in Her Search for God. 24 G. B. Shaw (no relation) wrote this fictional work after he and Mabel Shaw had become acquainted through the chairman of the Arthington Trust, one of Mabel's supporters and admirers. While G. B. Shaw thought Mabel could "take up literature as a profession," he did not appreciate mission work and wrote this tale to condemn evangelism in Africa. 25 Modeling the female missionary in the narrative after Mabel, he characterized her as a prideful and masochistic woman who spurned marriage for a vocation. The story implies that marital life with children was a more noble choice as the protagonist, Black Girl, rejects Christianity and other religions but finds peace tending a Voltairian garden and marrying an expatriate Irishman, with whom she produces numerous children. Although G. B. Shaw violated social taboo with the promotion of racial intermarriage, he drew upon English stereotypes of Africans. Black Girl lived in a primeval forest, carried a knobkerrie (a wooden club with a knobbed end), and was highly sexualized with her nakedness and her pronounced womb. Mabel Shaw, in contrast, wrote about a real African girl who was not exoticized and who had much in common with English Christian girls. Mary loved Winnie the Pooh, Bible stories, and games, and she found deep satisfaction following Christ. Mabel Shaw's representations of African women as fleshand-blood humans stemmed from her brand of liberal evangelical theology. She based her ideas of the relations between Christians and non-Christians upon the Christology of T. R. Glover and his argument that Jesus primarily left a friendship with his followers. 26 Shaw asserted that Jesus proceeded through his three years of ministry leaving "no organized institution." Instead, he bequeathed a "friendship" and "fellowship" with his followers and was bound to them by a relationship that transformed "men and women into the sons and daughters of God." 27 Shaw, despite her own contributions to institution building, urged Christian Britons and missionaries to welcome Africans as friends.
Shaw expected the idea of friendship to play out in practical terms: spiritual equality was to entail more than nominal equality. She chastised British patrons of missions for donating different gifts to African girls than they would give to British girls, since African girls also "enjoy toys and pretty clothes." 28 When a Christmas package arrived full only of Bibles from the British and Foreign Bible Society, Shaw was sorely disappointed. After she and another missionary "recovered our breath we . . . said all the impolite things we could say about the B.F.B.S.!" 29 Shaw condemned meanness of spirit and believed spiritual equality and friendship should be reflected in the material realm.
The most distinguishing aspect of Shaw's theology was her emphasis on the immanence of God. Although Shaw claimed her grandmother envisioned the nearness of God, she may also have been influenced by the popular Congregational preacher R. J. Campbell (1867-1956) and his "New Theology." 30 This fresh theological position enabled her to elevate Africans to an unprecedented level in missionary propaganda. 31 To begin with, she claimed that Livingstone did not bring God to Africa, but rather "found Him here in every village, in every man, and woman." Shaw herself encountered God in a feeble old man suffering with leprosy who would not allow her to travel alone from his village to Mbereshi because a lion was reputed to be in the vicinity. Shaw insisted she would be fine speeding along on her bicycle, and she teasingly asked him what he would do if they faced a lion. He responded with "quiet dignity," asking, "Have I not a life to give?" Shaw capitulated and thanked him, "having met with God face to face." 32 Moreover, Shaw apprehended God actively at work in Africa, raising the land and peoples beyond the idea of "dawn," a common twentieth-century missionary trope that Shaw herself had earlier employed. Echoing her belief that Christianity was the fulfillment of African religion, she asserted:
The word of God for Africa is not confined within the covers of one book, nor is it to be heard only within the walls of a church. It is not to be spoken by one priest alone. In many ways God speaks. The new voices that come to us in this school in all our lessons are all the voice of God. They heard Him of old, dim, mysterious, dreadful, an unknown voice: in the falling water, in the great trees God hid Himself. He haunted many places. He hid in the wisdom of the elders. He hid in their laws, in their stories. They heard, most surely they heard. "I heard of Him by the hearing of the ear, but now mine eyes have seen." 33 Africa was a special place where God was present, and he was speaking through African voices. Yet Shaw did not think that Africa was the only place God inhabited, since she maintained that "all ground is holy ground."
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A Woman and a Visionary in Missionary Culture
Missionary women gained the numerical majority in the late nineteenth century, but not until the early twentieth century did they regularly contribute to official missionary propaganda. Most wrote to rationalize female education via the building of Christian homes, and Shaw doggedly followed suit. Shaw, however, was recognized as an authority on African life beyond the female realm. Because of her pioneering approach to Africanized Christianity and education, she garnered larger audiences than did her male counterparts, strengthening her influence to the point that she was one of the most highly regarded missionaries of her day. Such a position was rare for a female in the LMS and CMS. Certainly single women were afforded greater autonomy within the LMS than in CMS, but even in that organization women were marginalized. For example, if a female missionary married, she was expected to forfeit her salary as an independent missionary and continue as a missionary wife. 35 Shaw was so appreciated as an expert on education that the International Missionary Council discussed her school at an all-day conference in London in 1925 While home on furloughs, Shaw was in great demand as a missionary speaker. She was frequently featured at LMS anniversary gatherings, and upon her retirement from Mbereshi she commanded even more prestigious billing. In 1940 she was the lone female contributor to a BBC centenary commemoration of David Livingstone, and a year later she preached the Annual Sermon for the LMS at Memorial Hall, an honor typically reserved for ordained men. 37 Shaw was also a primary speaker and chairman at the New World Order Exhibition in Cambridge in 1941. 38 This ecumenical exhibition highlighted some of the foremost mission experts of the day, including Victor Murray, William Paton, and Prebendary W. W. Cash. And in a truly distinct honor, since Anglicans excluded women from ordination and other roles of high leadership, she delivered the main address at the 1947 CMS Anniversary Service held at the Royal Albert Hall.
Shaw gained such honors not only because of her experience and success in Africa but also because she had a visionary message for missionaries. At the Royal Albert Hall she charged her audience to consider Africans their "friends and comrades" and to appreciate the role of educated Africans in Africa's future. 39 In a more private gathering with CMS leaders after an official tour of Africa, Shaw stressed the need to relocate missions to urban areas in order to reach more Africans and to thwart rising materialism and secularism. She reiterated her criticism of missionaries for prioritizing institutions over friendships, and she urged missionaries to reside among Africans in towns rather than in cloistered compounds and to build closer unions with educated Africans.
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Although Shaw envisioned a multiracial society characterized by "partnership," one must recognize that her commitment to material and moral uplift of Africans through British political oversight posed an obstacle to realizing spiritual equality. 
